Rhapsody in Blue: An Icon of Jazz and American Culture by Emmert, Abigail
Eastern Illinois University
The Keep
2019 Awards for Excellence in Student Research
and Creative Activity – Documents
2019 Awards for Excellence in Student Research
and Creative Activity
2019
Rhapsody in Blue: An Icon of Jazz and American
Culture
Abigail Emmert
Follow this and additional works at: https://thekeep.eiu.edu/lib_awards_2019_docs
Part of the Music Commons
This Book is brought to you for free and open access by the 2019 Awards for Excellence in Student Research and Creative Activity at The Keep. It has
been accepted for inclusion in 2019 Awards for Excellence in Student Research and Creative Activity – Documents by an authorized administrator of
The Keep. For more information, please contact tabruns@eiu.edu.
Recommended Citation
Emmert, Abigail, "Rhapsody in Blue: An Icon of Jazz and American Culture" (2019). 2019 Awards for Excellence in Student Research











RHAPSODY IN BLUE:  

















MUS 3593G:  Survey of Musical Masterworks 




“Jazz, they said, has to be in strict time….I resolved, if possible, to kill that 
misconception with one sturdy blow.”1  Since its premiere, George Gershwin’s Rhapsody in Blue 
has remained a unique icon of jazz and American culture.  His childhood and experience with 
piano and Tin Pan Alley in New York City led him to writing Rhapsody in Blue, which resulted 
in the emergence of a new composition style.  His determination to create a new American sound 
out of his experiences and to create a new approach to jazz music brought much attention and 
even criticism to Rhapsody.  Rhapsody is still relatable to and an icon for Americans and it 
represents an interesting and unique use of jazz for the concert stage.  Still an American favorite 
today, Rhapsody in Blue is widely popular and often used for commercials and movies.  
Although Gershwin’s life was cut short at the age of thirty-eight by a brain tumor, he was 
nevertheless able to create Rhapsody in Blue, a unique jazz and American icon which has been 
popular ever since its premiere. 
Born in Brooklyn, New York on September 26th of 1898,2 George Gershwin was a 
member of a family of six with parents who immigrated to America from Russia.  His father was 
a worker in the Russian textile and clothing industry who had emigrated along with other Jewish 
people3 from St. Petersburg, the capital of Russia, to escape the threatening atmosphere 
surrounding their culture.  The Gershwin family was not musically inclined, but they brought a 
piano into their home,4 which was considered a “status symbol” for Jewish families.5  Their 
                                                     
1. William G. Hyland, George Gershwin: A New Biography (Westport, CT: Praeger Publishers, 2003), 55. 
2. Richard Crawford and Wayne J. Schneider, “Gershwin, George.” Grove Music Online (2013). 
https://doi.org/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.A2252861, xi. 
3. Hyland, xi. 
4. Ibid., xv. 
5. Ibid., 13. 
2 
 
intentions were to have Ira, the oldest sibling,6 learn piano, but George was immediately drawn 
to the instrument and motivated to learn.7 
At only fifteen years of age, George left school,8 but he was busy with piano lessons.  
Charles Hambitzer insisted on becoming George’s first piano teacher because he saw the 
“genius” alive in him.9  George studied classical piano with Hambitzer from 1910 to 1918.10  
During this time, George worked at Jerome H. Remick & Co. for Tin Pan Alley at a wage of 
fifteen dollars per week.11  Starting in 1915, he recorded piano rolls for Tin Pan Alley sales;12  he 
then worked as a song plugger or “a salesman who promoted the firm’s songs by playing and 
singing for performers” until 1917.  Starting in September of 1917, George worked as a rehearsal 
pianist for various shows and concerts,13 and he soon became well-known in Tin Pan Alley for 
his piano performances and skills as a composer and songwriter.14  Some of his first 
compositions were songs varying in genre from commercial tunes to songs on Broadway.  He 
would eventually use the arranging skills he had acquired for his major work, Rhapsody in Blue.  
T. B. Harms, one of the most prolific publishing companies of the time, saw George’s talent and 
gave him a music publishing deal in February of 1918 which paid thirty-five dollars a week.15  In 
1919,16 “Swanee” was George’s first big hit, with Irving Caesar as the lyricist.17  Soon, both 
George and Ira, a talented lyricist and songwriter, became some of the leading musicians and 
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composers in the business, alongside others such as Ed Wynn and Irving Berlin.  Berlin was even 
one of George’s mentors.18  The Gershwins’ role during this time was so prominent that by the 
end of World War I, the time period came to be known as the “Gershwin Era.”19 
George had numerous teachers who all influenced him in some way, especially in the 
areas of theory and harmony, but he himself reported that he was mainly “self-taught” and that 
he had an “instinctive feeling for tonal ‘combinations,’” and did not spend much thought on the 
structure of theory in his pieces.  However, he did study theory and orchestration, beginning in 
1912.20  Clearly, George was self-confident and could even be considered arrogant;  he knew 
what kind of capabilities and potential he possessed.21  His primary goal was to compose large 
works;22 this goal was certainly accomplished when he later wrote one of his most famous and 
largest works, an “American folk opera” called Porgy and Bess.23 
Through his development as a child and young adult, George Gershwin realized what 
kind of sound he wanted to embody in his music.  Inspired by his childhood in New York City, 
he desired to encapsulate American sounds in his pieces.  He was surrounded by people of many 
different ethnicities, and he aspired to create a new American sound to represent all of the people 
together making a new culture.24  In other words, Gershwin sought to become a musical 
spokesman for America; he desired to be recognized all over the world.25  Gershwin perceived 
himself as a “modern romantic,” believing in music that lasted through time due to use of form 
and folk music.  He expressed, “I am a man without traditions.  Music must reflect the thoughts 
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and aspirations of the people and the time.  My people are American.  My time is now.”26  To 
illustrate his goal for an American sound, Rhapsody in Blue, which represented this sound, was 
originally titled American Rhapsody.27  Rhapsody in Blue helps us envision the bustling city of 
New York,28 the city most representative of jazz and American culture.  As Gershwin envisioned 
it, “I heard it as a sort of musical kaleidoscope of America-of our vast melting pot, of our 
unduplicated national pep, of our blues, out metropolitan madness.”29  His composition clearly 
incorporated his vision of creating the new American sound, reflecting jazz and American life in 
New York.  Rhapsody certainly embodies Gershwin’s “traditions,” or rather, lack of traditions 
and lack of conformity to the standard expectations of music.  Gershwin was able to bring his 
aspirations to life and create a new combination of jazz and classical music in the piece for Paul 
Whiteman’s “An Experiment in Modern Music.”  Despite being asked for a commissioned work 
and ultimately having limited time to work on it, 30 Gershwin was still truly inspired to write 
Rhapsody in Blue. 
Premiered by a jazz band in 1924 in New York City, Rhapsody in Blue was one piece of 
many on the program for “An Experiment in Modern Music.”31  Interestingly, Gershwin initially 
did not want to write a commissioned piece for Paul Whiteman’s concert.  Though Gershwin was 
most likely honored to be asked by Whiteman, one of the most famous bandleaders of the time, 
to write a piece for Whiteman’s orchestra, Gershwin was preoccupied with his work Sweet Little 
Devil at the time and did not want to take on another grand project.  However, it is believed that 
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Gershwin read an article in a January paper which promised that he was currently working on a 
piece for the concert; he may have actually forgotten about the opportunity.32  His piece was to 
be an experiment in which jazz and the blues were incorporated into the orchestral setting.  It is 
most likely that he wrote Rhapsody in only three weeks,33 and there were only about two 
rehearsals before the concert34 where Gershwin himself played the piano while Whiteman 
conducted.  With the collaboration of Gershwin and Ferde Grofé, a famous American arranger 
and composer, a full score was arranged quickly to meet the deadline.35   
Unique on the program for Whiteman’s experimental concert,36 Rhapsody conforms to 
both the jazz and modern genres.37  Interestingly, when Gershwin began to compose it, he did 
not plan a majority of the piece in advance.  He said, “no set plan was in my mind-no structure to 
which my music would conform.  The rhapsody, as you see, began as a purpose, not a plan.” 
Drawing on his earlier idea to “kill the misconception” that jazz must be in strict time,38 
Gershwin was strongly motivated to write the piece.  Initially, the score Gershwin prepared was 
for two pianos, due primarily to the lack of time before the concert to prepare a full score 
himself.39  Looking back on his childhood and early experiences, he may have only started with 
a two-piano score because the majority of his arrangements and performances within Tin Pan 
Alley were vocal and piano arrangements, and he was particularly strong on piano.  Perhaps his 
experience in learning on his own and possessing his “instinctive feeling for tonal 
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‘combinations’”40 were not enough to prepare himself  for writing a larger work.  The score had 
to be written specifically for the instrumentation of Whiteman’s orchestra, so the the score was 
mostly left to Grofé for completion due to “time constraints, [Gershwin’s] inexperience, 
convention, or some combination thereof.”41  Only ten days before the concert,42 Grofé wrote the 
score that is known today as the “original jazz-band version.”43  The famous and immediately 
recognizable glissando at the opening of the piece is performed by a clarinet.44  Besides the 
clarinet, other instruments of Paul Whiteman’s orchestra included various string, brass, 
woodwind, and percussion instruments.  Some of the most interesting instruments of the group 
were the celesta, octavina, and heckelphone.45  Beginning from this completed score, Ferde 
Grofé helped to evolve Rhapsody toward “scoring for (more or less) standard orchestra.”46  
Within all subsequent scores of Rhapsody, the same familiar melodies and themes resonate and 
provide evidence that jazz is alive in the piece. 
In an issue of the Cambridge Music Handbook, David Schiff analyzed Rhapsody in Blue 
and labeled five different themes that are prominent in the piece.  The first theme was labeled 
“ritornello” because of its many repetitions throughout the piece.  “Stride” is another theme 
named for the Harlem style of piano with the “oom-pah” pattern.  The “train” theme is named for 
its rhythm, as it sounds like a train at a fast speed.47  Obviously inspired by train sounds, 
Gershwin reported, “It was on the train, with its steely rhythms, its rattle-ty-band that is often so 
simulating to a composer…I frequently hear music in the very heart of noise.  And there I 
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suddenly heard—and even saw on paper—the  complete construction of the rhapsody, from 
beginning to end.”48  The next theme is called “shuffle” for its upbeat “rhythmic contour” and 
the “love” theme is named for its similarity to Tchaikovsky’s Romeo and Juliet love theme.49   
All of the distinguishable themes have at least one thing in common; all of them 
incorporate the “blues scale” (“lowered sevenths and major/minor thirds”), an indication as to 
why is was named Rhapsody in Blue.  All of the themes actually include the three-note blues 
pattern recognized from “The Man I Love,” one of Gershwin’s jazz charts written after 
Rhapsody in Blue50 (Ex. 1). 
 
As seen in measures one through three of the refrain of “The Man I Love” (Ex. 1), the 
harmony contains a G-flat, which is an incorporation of the blues scale as the lowered third.  
There is also a D-flat, the lowered seventh, another indication of the blues scale.  The three-note 
pattern (sol-la-sol-te) is even very noticeable in the “tag” of the “ritornello” theme.  It is the same 
pattern as “The Man I Love” three-note pattern (Ex. 2).  
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 Example 2 Rhapsody in Blue "Tag" Theme 
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Another strong indicator of jazz is the use of a ragtime rhythm pattern (Ex. 3) which is 
repeated throughout the piece and in different themes, especially the “shuffle” theme51 (Ex. 4). 
 
 
Amazingly, three of the five themes share the same rhythmic and ragtime motive52 (Ex. 
3).  The opening is another great example of syncopated rhythm, including the ragtime motif, 
and lowered thirds and sevenths to represent a jazz feel53 (Ex. 5).  The ragtime rhythm is seen in 
the “ritornello” theme in measures three and four and the syncopation is dominant in measure 
five (Ex. 5). 
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The first entry of the piano solo, which contains the “ritornello” theme, has also been 
thought of as the inspiration for “The Man I Love” theme, with same the three-note pattern 
harmony as analyzed before (Ex.1).  As the name of “ritornello” suggests, it often recurs 
throughout the piece.  “The Man I Love” theme is a great representation of the “stereotypical 
‘Gershwin style’”54 and the use of the pattern in Rhapsody demonstrates his use of jazz and his 
own style in Rhapsody.  Because Rhapsody is comparable to his jazz compositions such as “The 
Man I Love”, it is evident that it is dominantly “jazzy.”  In addition, his unique style and 
arrangement for the classical stage leads to the question of whether Rhapsody should be 
considered a romantic concerto, Broadway medley, or even a jazz chart.55  It definitely contains 
all of these styles, but it is really up to the interpreter to decide. 
 Many of Gershwin’s songs and pieces including Rhapsody have continued to be recorded 
by famous artists and groups with their own version of his works.  In fact, after Gershwin died, 
Rhapsody in Blue and his other concert works “became the most frequently performed works of 
any American composer.”56  Interestingly, even at the time of Rhapsody’s emergence, the 
performances were so popular, they are comparable “to today’s stadium rock concerts.”57  Ella 
Fitzgerald and Glen Miller were among the most famous singers and songwriters who recorded 
songs such as “Embraceable You” and even pieces such as Rhapsody in Blue.58  It is found to be 
difficult to recreate an “authentic” version of Rhapsody because it cannot simply be played as 
written, “unlike contemporary concertos by Prokofiev, Ravel, Stravinsky or Bartók.”59  This 
could be because Rhapsody has always been seen as an “arrangement” rather than a 
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composition.60  This is similar to the approach used in preparing a standard jazz arrangement for 
a jazz band.  Jazz charts are never played exactly the same and are easy to arrange accordingly.  
In addition, Rhapsody was able to be sold as both a song and composition because it could be 
easily arranged and performed at the interpreter’s discretion, diverging from the “authentic 
version.”61  Rhapsody is flexible for interpretation through instrumentation and individual 
musicians especially because of Grofé’s symphonic arrangement 1942, which is considered the 
“standard” version.  Sparking from Grofé’s arrangement, there are “five published versions of 
the (more or less) completed work” ranging from piano concerto with orchestra to solo piano 
versions and from the full version to arrangements with cuts.62  Grofé’s approach allows for any 
orchestral ensembles to perform the piece, unlike Paul Whiteman’s instrumentation for his 
specific orchestra.63  
In contrast to the versatile arrangements of Rhapsody, the music of Bartók or Stravinsky 
is not easy to rearrange or assign cuts because of the strict structure of harmonies, form, content, 
and instrumentation.  Stravinsky actually took specific control of all aspects of his music to leave 
no room for arranging of other artists, unlike Gershwin’s style of less structure and strict 
nature.64  As seen here, the difference between truly classical works and jazz works is clearly 
evident.  Rhapsody is unique in this way that due to the expectation of interpretation of the piece, 
performances of the piece can and has evolved in both the jazz and modern music worlds.65  
“The piece will forever remain George Gershwin’s Rhapsody in Blue, but the creation and 
maintenance of its iconicity results only from its arrangement by a host of other musicians over 
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the course of time.”66  It is interesting that Gershwin prepared a piece so readily adapted by other 
musicians, which is very generous from a musical standpoint.  He provided the form, but allowed 
the freedom of the musicians to take it in their own direction and make their own musical 
decisions.  This is a real contrast with the perception of Gershwin being arrogant.  Allowing the 
musicians to have input in the performance does not seem to match characteristics of arrogance.  
In addition, freedom is an American ideal; there is nothing more American than allowing the 
musicians to have the freedom to interpret the piece their own way.  Perhaps musicians enjoy 
performing Rhapsody because its arrangement allows for flexibility and variation in 
performance, which is not present in standard orchestral compositions. 
 It is safe to say that Rhapsody stood out and continues to stand out among works from all 
throughout music history.  There were pieces somewhat comparable in America before and after 
Rhapsody such as Jazzy Symphony (1925) by George Antheil, Suite 1922 by Hindemith, and 
Daniel Jazz (1925) by Louis Gruenberg.  However, these pieces were only considered “as 
extensions of European modernism despite their jazz flavoring.”67  There are a few pieces from 
other composers that have been compared to Rhapsody.  A composer named James. P. Johnson 
wrote Yamekraw (Negro Rhapsody) which is described as an “African-American parallel to 
Rhapsody in Blue.”  Similar to Rhapsody, this piece was written for a jazz concert; it started as a 
piano composition and then was “orchestrated by another hand.”  Though it has a similar story to 
Rhapsody in Blue of how it was written, Yamekraw contains themes based on spirituals, the 
blues, and “a characteristically black-music theater song.”68  Another composer, Kurt Weill, 
reportedly wrote a “version of symphonic jazz” which surely shows a “strong influence of 
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Gershwin.”69  However, while there are comparisons to make among Rhapsody and the works of 
other composers, even Gershwin’s own Concerto in F did not reach the same level of praise and 
fame as Rhapsody, though they both share musical elements, such as the modern and “jazzy” 
feel.70  Rhapsody is a contemporary piece with its own unique style of Whiteman, Grofé, and 
Gershwin.71 Though it was very popular, Rhapsody did have its fair share of criticism even from 
composers who admired Gershwin.  It would make sense that Rhapsody attracted much attention 
and criticism because of its new style and attempt at creating a new American sound.  
 Rhapsody is recognized “as an attempt to bring ‘jazz’ into the concert hall.  Gershwin’s 
rhythms, melodies, and harmony…received the most attention” because of the unique and new 
style he created and is known for.72  Naturally, it sparked criticism as well.  One of the main 
critiques was the lack of structure, which is fascinating considering, as we have seen, that he felt 
very confident about structuring harmonies without needing to learn formally from a teacher.  
However, even Gershwin, along with his critics, believed that Rhapsody lacked a smooth 
structure and “logic in its transitions.”73  Critic Olin Downes, who wrote for the New York 
Times, described Rhapsody as “fresh and new, full of future promise,” but he believed Gershwin 
lacked competence in structuring music.74  Some of Gershwin’s competitors, such as Virgil 
Thomson, went as far as saying that the work is unimpressive because a rhapsody is not hard to 
write and that Gershwin was not serious composer.75  Leonard Bernstein, a composer who 
looked up to Gershwin and was greatly influenced by him,76 later stated that Rhapsody has no 
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form and should not be considered a composition.77  He did not believe that it could be 
considered jazz or modern music.  Some believe Bernstein expressed this view to make 
Rhapsody “burst and disappear.”  One could only imagine why Bernstein might have made these 
critical comments, but it did not change the popularity of the piece.78  Others came to Gershwin’s 
defense despite the criticisms.  Serge Koussevitzky, a mentor of Bernstein, wrote that “the 
sweeping brilliance, virtuosity and rhythmic precision of his playing were incredible” and that 
“whoever heard Gershwin in a performance of his Rhapsody in Blue shall not forget the 
experience.”79  While some critics praised Gershwin for his efforts, it seems that others, 
including Bernstein, felt the need to attack Gershwin’s ideas because they too wanted to create 
the new American sound and tradition, and their efforts appeared secondary to Gershwin’s 
contribution. 
 As Rhapsody in Blue has become an American icon, it has been featured in various 
movies, television shows, and important events.  It stands out in American history because of 
both the “hallowed presence in the orchestral repertory” and “cultural fascination with what the 
work represents.”  As examined before, in creating the new American sound Gershwin was 
inspired by the bustling city of New York through his childhood and experience in Tin Pan Alley 
as he experimented.80  Gershwin describes Rhapsody as “full of vulgarisms,” vulgar meaning “to 
participate in the vigorous life of the ordinary.”  It reminds us of jazz and culture in New York 
and it represents the masses or the common people instead of the typical Broadway audiences, 
who are usually the intended audience of grandiose, sophisticated works.  Rhapsody attracts a 
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wider audience because it appeals to the common people in America.81  It has been and remains 
a popular piece to include in different mediums, such as movies and television shows, because of 
people’s attraction to its uniqueness in composition and what it represents.82 
 Naturally, many of the television shows in which Rhapsody makes appearances revolve 
around New York City and the American Dream.  Rhapsody is featured in a scene in The 
Simpsons as Lisa Simpson rides into “Sprooklyn,” a spin-off of Brooklyn, New York, where she 
aspires to learn to become a jazz musician.83  Here, it is recognized that “Rhapsody in Blue 
stands as a musical manifestation of the American Dream” and that it resembles the culture of 
America and New York City in particular.84  The episode also recognizes how jazz is 
incorporated in the piece because Lisa strives to become a jazz musician and there is nothing 
more appropriate than jazz to play as soundtrack for this scene.85  Similarly, Glee also included 
Rhapsody as a part of the soundtrack for an episode about a musical theatre competition taking 
place in New York City.  Gershwin was an important contributor to the musical theatre world, 
most notably with Porgy and Bess.  In the episode of Glee, the music starts with a close up shot 
of the American flag in Times Square, conveying Rhapsody’s resemblance of the American 
Dream.86   
 In addition to appearances in television shows and movies, such as The Great Gatsby87 
and Fantasia 2000, Rhapsody in Blue was performed at the 1984 summer Olympics opening 
ceremonies in Los Angeles, California.88  There are a few special occasions when America really 
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comes together to celebrate the country, and one of the biggest and most meaningful of those 
events is the Olympics.  One would presume it would have been a great honor to Gershwin to 
know that one of his pieces was performed on one of the largest stages in the world and that it 
was chosen to represent America for the Los Angeles Olympics.  His dream of writing music 
that would represent America to the world was truly accomplished.   
 Inspired by his childhood and experiences in New York City as a musician and 
composer, George Gershwin aspired to write music encapsulating American culture and 
incorporating jazz for the concert stage.  He strayed away from traditions and instead formulated 
a new idea of including jazz in pieces for the concert setting.  It is somewhat ironic that he stated 
that he was “a man without traditions”89 while laying the foundation of a new American sound.  
Rhapsody in Blue is popular today especially because of this “tradition,” and its uniqueness, 
accessibility, and versatility.  By incorporating jazz, it is a large work that is easy to arrange as 
needed, compared to “standard” or classic composition.  Not only is it still an internationally 
recognized American icon, but it is also a jazz icon that continues to be performed using various 
interpretations.  Rhapsody in Blue will always be a symbol of George Gershwin and his 
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